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| Disappearing years

l. The facts
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(1) The Israelites arrived in a body at the wilderness of Zin on the first new moon,
and the people stayed at Kadesh. Miriam died there and was buried there.
(2) The community was without water, and they joined against Moshe and

Aharon.

II. Examples of number 40 (second only to number 7) in Jewish tradition

e 40 days of rain to create the Flood

e 40 days between appearance of mountain tops and Noach’s opening of the
Ark’s window

e 40 years-Yitzchak and Esav each marry

e 40 days for the embalming of Yaakov

e 40 days Moshe repeatedly on Har Sinai,

e 40 days-Meraglim;

e 40 years Wilderness Wandering

e Forty measures-weight of each stone carried into the Jordan

e 40 days for Nineveh to repent

e 40 days Eliyahu wanders without food

e 40 years Rabbi Akiva and Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakai each begin rabbinic
careers

e 40 Av Melachot-Shabbat

e And more....

lIl. Possible significance of the number 40
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e 40 days...a pivotal stage in utero

e Number 40 -a birthing process

e Disappearance of 40 years?

e What determines value of time’s passage?
e When time doesn’t heal....

IV: Allowed Idolatry??

A. The Facts
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They set out from Mount Hor by way of the Sea of Reeds to skirt the land of
Edom. But the people grew restive on the journey,

and the people spoke againstHashem and against Moses, “Why did you make us
leave Egypt to die in the wilderness? There is no bread and no water, and we have
come to loathe this miserable food.”

GOD sent seraph serpents against the people. They bit the people and many of
the Israelites died.

The people came to Moses and said, “We sinned by speaking againstHashem and
against you. Intercede withHashem to take away the serpents from us!” And
Moses interceded for the people.
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ThenHashem said to Moses, “Make a seraph figure and mount it on a standard.
And anyone who was bitten who then looks at it shall recover.”

Moses made a copper serpent and mounted it on a standard; and if someone was
bitten by a serpent, they would look at the copper serpent and recover.

B. The Search for Answers
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“Make for yourself a fiery serpent, and set it upon a pole; and it shall come to
pass, that everyone that is bitten, when he sees it, he shall live” (Numbers 21:8).
Did the serpent kill, or did the serpent preserve life? Rather, when the Jewish
people turned their eyes upward and subjected their hearts to their Father in
Heaven, they were healed, but if not, they rotted from their snakebites.
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AND SET IT UPON A POLE. So that it be on a high place and everyone will be able
to see it. Many err. They say that this was an image that had the capability of
receiving powers from on high. Far be it, far be it [for one to believe such a thing],
for this thing was made byHashem’s command. We should not investigate why
Moses was commanded to make the form of a snake. Should someone disagree,
let him show us if there is a tree that makes bitter waters sweet. Even honey will
not sweeten them. What reason was there to put a cake of figs upon a boil? It is
not in the nature of figs to remove boils. The truth is that the mind of the
Almighty is beyond us.
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snake (he would live);” looking at this phenomenon automatically would make
such a person think of heaven, and that his only hope for surviving the snakebite
would come from heaven.
The reason that G-d chose this particular phenomenon was to remind the victim
that the cure for his ailment had to be found in reversing the source of his
affliction. The miraculous powers of the Creator to heal, would best be
demonstrated if it was shown that He could use the source of the affliction as the
medicine that would cure it. [| have departed from the author’s use of the
“chisel,” which to this Editor is rather meaningless, although it was taken from the
commentary of B’chor shor. Ed.]
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It appears to me that the secret of this matter is that this is one of the ways of the
Torah, every deed of which is a miracle within a miracle. Thus [the Torah]
removes injury by means of the cause of the injury, and heals illness by means of
the cause of the sickness...
Now it is a well-known medical principle that all people bitten by poisonous
creatures become dangerously ill when they see them, or [even] when they [only]
see their likeness...This was to make them realize that it is G-d [alone] Who
sendeth death and maketh alive. [for the people who had been bitten, and yet G-
d wanted to heal them through it].

Rav Shimshon Raphael Hirsch
"Va’yishalach Hashem Ba’am et hanechashim haserafim... andHashem let the

fiery serpents loose against the people..."
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There is a significant difference between the words "Va’yishlach (conjugated in
the Hebrew kal form) and Va’yishalach (conjugated in the Hebrew pi’el form). The
former term indicates an act of "sending" while the latter term implies an act of
"setting free" or "letting loose." By introducing the attack of the serpents with the
term “Va’yishalach" as opposed to "Va’yishlach", the Torah conveys thatHashem
does not "send" a supernatural plague of serpents to attack the Israelites...
Hashem simply lifts his divine protection from the people and, by doing so; "lets
loose" the dangers that are already there.

The copper serpent can therefore be seen, Hirsch boldly suggests, not as a
symbol ofHashem's miraculous intervention, but as a reminder of what can occur
whenHashem fails to intervene...

Debating the Extent of Divine Providence
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From His dwelling-place He watches intently all the inhabitants of the earth—
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And Rabbi Hanina says: A person injures his finger below, on earth, only if they
declare about him on high that he should be injured, as it is stated: It is of the
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Lord that a man’s goings are established; and a man, what does he understand of
his way
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[The Holy One, Blessed be He,] sits and sustains the entire world, from the horns
of wild oxen to the eggs of lice
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And Rabbi Hanina said: Everything is in the hands of Heaven, except for fear of
Heaven.
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Rabbi Hanina said: Everything is in the hands of Heaven, except for fear of
Heaven
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Rava said: life, children, and sustenance do not depend on merit, but rather they
depend upon fate [mazall].
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“And thus: ‘He established a testimony in Jacob and set a Torah in Israel.’
Meaning: In Jacob and Israel themselves, and through them, He established the
testimony and placed the Torah — for from them the Torah was drawn forth. In
the explanation: Everything depends on mazal, even a Sefer Torah in the ark.”
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None of you shall go outside the door of your house until morning.
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Once permission is granted to the destroyer to kill, it does not distinguish
between the righteous and the wicked...
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If there is plague in the city, gather your feet as it is stated: “And none of you shall
go out of the opening of his house until the morning.”
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And now | shall declare to you a general principle in the reason of many
commandments. Beginning with the days of Enosh when idol-worship came into
existence, opinions in the matter of faith fell into error. Some people denied the
root of faith by saying that the world is eternal; they denied the Eternal, and said:
It is not He [Who called forth the world into existence]. Others denied His
knowledge of individual matters, and they say, How doth G-d know? and is there
knowledge in the Most High? Some admit His knowledge but deny the principle of
providence and make men as the fishes of the sea, [believing] that G-d does not
watch over them and that there is no punishment or reward for their deeds, for
they say the Eternal hath forsaken the land

Rambam Moreh Nevuchim
"Divine providence is connected with divine intellectual influence,

and the same beings which are benefited by the latter so as to become
intellectual, and to comprehend things comprehensible to rational beings, are
also under the control of divine providence, which examines all their deeds with a
view of rewarding or punishing them."?

1 Rambam Moreh Nevuchim 3:17
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According to the Rambam, Hashgacha P’ratit,Hashem's direct
individual care, extends only to human beings, who as creatures of intellect, can
themselves relate directly toHashem. Divine care for species other than man, on
the other hand, remains in the realm of Hashgacha K'lalit, general (rather than
specific) providence and is limited to the preservation of the species as a
whole.Hashem does not directly determine by specific decree whether "a certain
leaf drops from a tree" or a "certain spider catches a certain fly." These events are
the result of chance; in a world that continues to follow natural rules set in place
byHashem at Creation.

Even when it comes to his relationship with man, however,Hashem's
gift of providence is not universally applied. Since divine influence reaches man
through man's own intellectual strivings, the greater man's intellectual and
spiritual perfection, "the greater the effect of divine Providence upon him." Man
thus plays a direct role in determining the impact of divine providence on his own
life.Hashem's care over man will be commensurate with man's own religious
search.

Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchuk
"Divine providence is connected with divine intellectual influence, and the same

beings which are benefited by the latter so as to become intellectual, and to
comprehend things comprehensible to rational beings, are also under the control
of divine providence, which examines all their deeds with a view of rewarding or
punishing them."?

According to the Rambam, Hashgacha P’ratit,Hashem's direct individual care,
extends only to human beings, who as creatures of intellect, can themselves relate
directly toHashem. Divine care for species other than man, on the other hand,
remains in the realm of Hashgacha K’lalit, general (rather than specific) providence
and is limited to the preservation of the species as a whole.Hashem does not
directly determine by specific decree whether "a certain leaf drops from a tree"

2 Rambam Moreh Nevuchim 3:17
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or a "certain spider catches a certain fly." These events are the result of chance; in
a world that continues to follow natural rules set in place byHashem at Creation.
Even when it comes to his relationship with man, however,Hashem's gift of
providence is not universally applied. Since divine influence reaches man through
man's own intellectual strivings, the greater man's intellectual and spiritual
perfection, "the greater the effect of divine Providence upon him." Man thus plays
a direct role in determining the impact of divine providence on his own
life.Hashem's care over man will be commensurate with man's own religious
search.

To the Rav, providence is not only a divinely granted gift, but an explicit
imperative. Afforded with the opportunity to establish an association
withHashem, man is obliged to do so. The Man-God relationship, however, is a
two-way street. When an individual reaches out toHashem,Hashem reaches out
in return; bestowing upon that individual, in ever-increasing measure, the
personal gift of divine providence.

However...

The Rav, however, recognizes that this model of personal
providence can fall short in the face of the episodes of overwhelming tragedy that
periodically engulf mankind. While the phenomenon of individual, personal
suffering is difficult enough to comprehend in a world governed by divine
providence; even more difficult are those national moments such as the holocaust
whenHashem’s presence seems to disappear entirely.

Such moments can best be approached, the Rav maintains, by turning to the
difficult biblical concept of hester panim, the hiding ofHashem's face. The Torah
prophesies, that at particular moments in history,Hashem, in response to sin, will
take the radical step of "hiding his face from the world." 3

The phenomenon of hester panim, the Rav maintains, connects to the Torah's
narrative of Creation. Creation emerges as a process by which Hashem, step-by-
step, imposes order upon tohu va’vohu, primordial chaos. Such chaos, however,

3 Devarim 31:18
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the Rav explains, never disappears, but continues to course beneath the surface
of existence; held at bay only byHashem's constant renewal of creational order.
WhenHashem "hides His face," He withdraws from direct maintenance of that
order and, as He backs away, the world reverts to its original state of tohu
va’vohu. During such tragic times, such as the Holocaust, divine providence seems
to disappear and the violent forces of nature and chance hold sway, engulfing
righteous and non- righteous
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